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Abstract
The goal of the research is to understand the factors that determine the success of international
research proposals. For this purpose, a multi-stage study will be carried out. The study will
include a systematic literature review, semi-structured interviews with European Commission
evaluators, and the development of the model of success determinants. Text analysis of
historical proposals will enhance the knowledge of the success factors linked with applications'
discourse and language. The proposed research will complement the existing literature as the
study will be based on a comprehensive dataset covering all funded and rejected project
applications under the European Union's Horizon 2020 Framework Program. The model will
support the participation of Polish higher education institutions in European funds, whose
acquisition is a key challenge for them, and provide an opportunity for the development of
innovative research and international cooperation. It might also be useful for institutions in other
countries, especially those that similarly to Polish institutions have a low share in acquiring
European Union funds.
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1.

Introduction

The European Union’s (EU) funds play an important role in the support of innovation and
economic development of Poland. They especially contribute to the enhancement of Polish
research and education. The opportunities offered by EU funds are long-range because they
help to establish close cooperation between the world of science and the world of business.
Horizon Europe (2021-2027), with a budget of approximately EUR 95.5 billion, is the most
ambitious research and innovation (R&I) program in the history of the EU. It was launched
by the European Commission (EC) and replaced the Horizon 2020 (H2020) Framework
Program [16].
It takes at least a month to write a typical research proposal [13]. However, the time
required to prepare research applications is not directly comparable due to differences in
the type of call, research field, and funding agency guidelines. Polish higher education
institutions compete for European funds with excellent European universities that have
comprehensive support systems for applying for research grants. Research on the
determinants of the success of international research applications is important for
increasing the acquisition of EU funds by Polish universities. University authorities should
pay special attention to the process of applying for international grants, and provide
applicants with specialist support in finding partners and preparing grant applications [28,
29]. Acquiring EU funds is a great challenge for Polish higher education institutions.
Therefore, tools should be sought to support strategic decision-making in this area.
To date, little is known about the success determinants of international research funding
proposals, in Poland especially. Literature, mainly devoted to the statistics of funded
projects, deals with the Matthew effect in science, the hypothesis that outstanding scientists
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and/or outstanding research institutions have an advantage in competing for funding [27],
[31] and is primarily concerned with the bias of review panels [3], [26], [27]. The topic
appears mainly in grey literature, websites and training materials. However, there is a lack
of scientific studies that would explain in a comprehensive way the factors that influence
the evaluation of research proposals. The main limitation of the to-date research on the
determinants of the success of research proposals is that they are not systemic,
comprehensive and conceptually coherent, but are mainly based on statistical and
bibliometric methods (see section 2.2). While they may be accurate, they are inevitably
biased from the point of view of researchers from non-reputable entities. To fill the
research gap, we would like to intimately investigate the success factors of research
proposals and develop a model that will help to understand the determinants of the success
of international research proposals. In particular, we would like to answer the following
research questions:
RQ1. What research proposal success factors have been identified in the literature?
RQ2. What research proposal success factors are identified by experts evaluating the
applications?
RQ3. What research proposal success factors might be identified on the basis of
historical application analysis?
RQ4. How might we model the success determinants of international research
proposals?
Around one million applications were submitted to the Horizon 2020 framework
program, of which only around 15% were accepted and obtained funding [14]. The
European Commission currently has a huge database of accepted and rejected applications.
We will try to analyse and interpret this data, using both traditional research methods and
artificial intelligence methods, in order to understand the factors that determine the success
of proposals. This research will contribute to the development of an information system,
which will be a tool supporting decision-making at universities and facilitating the
preparation of research proposals.
The next section presents the research background, followed by the research plan.
Finally, the possible implications for research and practice are discussed.

2.
2.1.

Research Background
Acquisition of EU Funds by Polish Institutions

The results of Polish higher education institutions in applying for European grants under
the 7th Framework Program (FP) and the Horizon 2020 program are not satisfactory [20].
The participation of Polish institutions in the H2020 budget is only 1.21%. 897 institutions
received co-financing for 1,952 projects, of which only 333 were coordinated by Polish
leaders. The total net funding was EUR 747.80 million [23]. The challenge for Poland is
the insufficient activity of universities and academics in obtaining grants. We still observe
relatively low participation in funds for the development of research and innovation by
Polish higher education institutions. For example, Oxford University itself obtained EUR
527.48 million in funding from H2020, while all Polish universities only obtained EUR
207.43 million [14]. Poland is a low-performing R&I country, with a level of research
excellence that is lower than the EU average [17].The recent legislation in Poland has
forced universities to change their expectations towards academic staff in order to achieve
the highest possible categorization of disciplines and universities. Polish researchers are
under pressure to publish their research in reputable journals. Therefore, there is a direct
emphasis on applying for research grants and timely settlement of projects in the case of
obtaining them.
2.2.

Factors Influencing the Success of International Grant Applications

The topic of the success factors of research proposals has been tackled by numerous
researchers, who investigated various aspects of key success determinants. McCarthy [20]
noted that the success of the collaborative H2020 research proposals was determined by
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two main criteria: having an excellent scientific idea, and a thorough understanding of the
evaluation process. Some research works analyse the networks of scientific institutions and
their impact on the success of collaborative grant applications [1], [15]. Having a strong,
influential network position in collaborative EU research is found to affect the participation
in H2020, greatly-suggesting "closed clubs", to the detriment of less influential institutions
[4], [9, 10]. Moreover, project coordination experience contributes to the successful
acquisition of grants. This is all thanks to the learning outcomes that facilitate the
development of a coherent application [11]. Further empirical research suggests that both
the research capacity and scientific excellence of an organization increase the likelihood
of receiving funding [3], [33]. Although some studies focus on the Matthew effect in
science [27], [31], Bol et al. [3] has shown that previous funding in itself is not an
advantage in obtaining later funding. Finally, the low success rate for partners from Central
and Eastern Europe should be taken into account. This suggests that the more consortium
partners are from this part of Europe, the less likely it is to be awarded a grant [22], [33].

3.

Research Plan

We would like to investigate applications submitted to the Horizon 2020 Framework
Program (FP). This is the perfect time to do such research as the program has just ended,
and the entire data set from seven years of the lasting program is available. We would like
to base our research on various types of data sources, including bibliometric (e.g. ranking),
scientometric (e.g. EU databases), and sociometric (interview data). Inductive reasoning
over the obtained results will be used to create the model. Thanks to methodological
triangulation, it will be possible to collect data to assemble broad, deep, contextual
knowledge. Triangulation makes it possible to minimize the imperfections and
shortcomings of particular research methods used separately and to maintain the reliability
and accuracy of inference, ensuring the credibility of research results [7]. Table 1. presents
the research plan divided into stages.
Table 1. The research plan divided into stages.
Stage/RQ
1 / RQ1

2 / RQ2

3 / RQ3

Description
Identification of
research proposal
success factors
present in relevant
literature
Identification of
research proposal
success factors
perceived by
application evaluators

Research methods
Systematic literature review
(SLR) according to the
PRISMA statement [21].

Comments
Web of Science, Scopus

Semi-structured interviews
with experts of the European
Commission who evaluated
applications in the H2020
program [5], [12], [25].

Identification of
research proposal
success factors on the
basis of statistical
analysis of historical
applications

Quantitative and qualitative
analysis of data from
CORDIS and eCORDA[6].

The interviews will concern the factors
influencing the positive evaluation of
international research applications. We will
develop guided questions based on the SLR. We
plan to conduct at least 15 interviews with EC
experts from Poland and Spain who assessed
various applications in the Horizon 2020
program. Spain has the highest increase in the
effectiveness of obtaining grants under the
Horizon 2020 program compared to the 7th EU
FP. After the interviews, we will analyse the
collected materials in the following steps: 1.
Transcription of interviews; 2. Reading
transcripts; 3 Data encoding; 4. Data
conceptualisation; Data segmentation; 5. Data
analysis; 6. Describing the results [5].
Descriptive statistics of funded and rejected
proposals under the Horizon 2020 Framework
Program.
Comparative analysis of funded and rejected
Horizon 2020 applications in terms of the
composition of project consortia (partner
countries and geographic location).

CORDIS database
(Community Research and
Development Information
Service) [6], data concerning
founded projects,
eCORDA database (external
COmmon Research DAta
warehouse) - raw data on

The procedure will include data preparation
and cleaning, data analysis, and interpretation
of results.
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applications submitted to the
H2020 program that have not
received funding
Text mining [2].
Texts of applications for
research projects submitted
under Horizon 2020 obtained
from the EC will be used.

4 / RQ3

Identification of
research proposal
success factors by the
analysis of the text of
historical applications

5 / RQ4

Development of the
model of research
proposal success
determinants

Machine learning [18, 19].

Model evaluation

Ex-post evaluation of the
proposals not used at the
previous stages of the study.

6

4.
4.1.

CWTS Leiden Ranking [8],
OECD REGPAT database presents patent data [24].

Analysis of the discourse of research proposals
in terms of the clarity of the text and the
language used, and the innovativeness of the
idea. We will also analyse rejected
applications, as comparing rejected and
approved applications may better show the
impact of writing styles on the evaluation
process. We will use not only application
summaries, but also other important parts:
project description, project management, and
implementation plan.
Selection of research proposal success
determinants and determining their measurement
method and weights.
Methods will be chosen that enable the selection
of determinants and the assessment of their
weights, e.g. genetic algorithms, discriminant
analysis; sensitivity analysis [19].
This stage will allow the accuracy of the model to
be assessed.

Implications for Research and Practice
Implications for Research

The most important expected results of the research are the following: 1) providing a
deep insight into the determinants of the success of international project applications; 2)
filling the research gap concerning the analysis of unsuccessful funding applications on the
basis of the eCORDA database; 3) filling the research gap regarding the impact of the
characteristics and composition of the entire project consortium on the success of the
application, not only the scientific excellence of individual units; 4) broadening the
knowledge on the patterns of selection of project consortium members for international
cooperation within the framework of research grants. The proposed model of project
application success determinants will contribute greatly to the existing literature and might
be further exploited by the research community.
The novelty of the proposition stems from the broad selection of methods that answer
the research questions considering different points of view. Attempts have been made to
answer the question of determinants of the success of research applications using various
tools, including bibliometry (mainly by evaluating the productivity of the principal
researcher), statistical analyses, and analysis of the scientists' social networks. Most of the
research uses data from bibliometric databases and focuses only on the data from funded
projects [3], [22]. However, the success of a research proposal is a complex problem that
does not solely depend on bibliometric indicators. Statistical analyses do not explain the
complex process of proposal evaluation because the application's success is influenced by
bibliometrically unmeasurable factors such as application writing style, text clarity, and
innovativeness of the research idea [30], [32]. The conducted statistical and bibliometric
analyses lack a holistic approach to the issue. In this research, a comprehensive approach
to the development of the model will be used. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, no
such research has been done, at least not for the Polish case. No one has analysed the data
for the entire Horizon 2020 Framework Program. Besides, we plan to also examine the
applications that have been rejected, as most studies are only based on already funded
projects. Hence, the novelty of the research is based on both the problem being addressed
and the methods being employed.
4.2.

Implications for Practice

The results of the project will be of interest to all stakeholders related to research funding.
Knowledge about proposals' success determinants will contribute to overcoming the
barriers to obtaining EU funds. The main purpose of our model is to make a preliminary
assessment of the proposal, before submitting it to the call. The feedback obtained will
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enable the improvement of the proposal draft in order to prepare the most competitive final
version, and it will maximize the probability of the proposal’s success. On the basis of the
developed model, a tool will be developed that will support strategic decision-making in
Polish higher education institutions. It might be used for the internal preselection of
proposals prepared at universities by various research groups for the same calls (often only
one application per call may be submitted by an institution). Finally, it will allow human
resources, time, and money to be invested in only those applications that are likely to
receive funding. It will also enable the inclusion of smaller Polish research units in the
absorption of funds for research.
It should be noted that the research results might be of interest also for institutions from
other countries, especially those which similarly to Poland acquire a less that average share
of EU funds, e.g. Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia,
Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia [14].

5.

Conclusion

We are aware that answering the research questions formulated in the Introduction requires
a lot of work and the answer to each of the research questions might be perceived as an
individual path for research. However, we would like to present in this paper the full picture
of how to achieve the main goal that is of interest to us – a comprehensive model that
captures the determinants of international grant proposal applications.
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